Abstract For centuries the western Balkans region has been a place of origin for migration into Europe as well as a transit route to Europe for migrants coming from other regions of the world. The 2015-16 migration crisis brought the region into the spotlight as large numbers of migrants used the Balkan migration route on their way to western Europe. individual countries and the Eu institutions developed weak and often contradictory responses to the crisis. This has had a negative effect on the Balkan peoples' perception of the Eu, which had previously been positive. on a symbolic level the migration crisis has revealed the fragile relationship between the Eu and the western Balkan states. in the future, Eu policy should focus on developing an integrated strategy for managing its external borders and migration, one that prevents member states from pushing back migrants at their borders.
Introduction
using the appropriate frameworks and methodologies, researchers are increasingly studying borders and frontiers as social phenomena (wilson and Donnan 1998) . 'Borders', 'frontiers', and 'boundaries' are the most typical words used, often interchangeably, to describe something represented spatially by lines. These terms generally describe a line that possesses an outward orientation that is usually closed and fixed but that can be 'permeable' and 'moving' (Strassoldo 1982) . More specifically, the semantics of borders often reveals a dialectical relationship between a totally 'fixed border line', on the one hand, and a 'vague frontier space', on the other (Topaloglou 2009 ). in Central and Eastern European languages, for instance, there are words which are similar to 'border' but which defy the geographical linearity and fixity of border-ness. rather, they refer to a different representation whereby borders are represented more as place-based and socially shaped contact areas: in other words, frontier spaces like imperial boundary areas and edges (i.e. krajna) (ivakhiv 2006) . That borders are placebased and socially shaped is also true of the Mediterranean region, where, as Bechev and nicoladis (2010, 11) point out, the frontier 'creates its own universe, as well as reshaping the social world around it'. Frontiers have symbolic features which transcend their immediately visible features, for example, gates, checkpoints or temporary detention camps. They represent instruments of power which simultaneously create spaces of exchange, exclusion and inclusion (Green 2005; Donnan 2015 ).
For centuries the western Balkans have been a frontier region where migration between Europe, asia and africa has taken place. The region has served alternatively as a transit area and a point of origin for migration-it has sometimes served as both simultaneously (Düvell 2012; papadopoulos 2007) . Even today, the border between the Eu and the western Balkans is composed of material elements (including gates, checkpoints, temporary detention camps, cameras and biometric devices) and symbolic legacies that reinforce asymmetric power relationships between states and are reminders of previous imperial dominance, sometimes revived by Eu policies.
Since the 1990s the western Balkans have played the role of a dynamic European frontier. its transformations have gone together and interacted with changes in the European institutions (uvalić 2002) . The collapse of Communism started the process of further European integration. Furthermore, during their transition periods, former Communist states adopted reforms geared toward integration in European and atlantic institutions-although in recent years it has become less certain that this goal will be achieved (Bechev 2011) .
The western Balkans are currently facing new threats, while at the same time, some of the region's old apprehensions are coming back to life. old masters and new powerhungry players are standing in the wings, including Turkey, russia, China and iran. Global terrorist networks are conducting recruiting campaigns all over the region, with a special focus on the Muslim areas of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the former Yugoslav republic of Macedonia and Kosovo. at the same time, the region is being negatively impacted by two simultaneous but opposing processes: nationalism and regional integration. These processes have been revived as a consequence of the collapse of albania's institutions, the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s and the parallel process of European enlargement (Cocco 2013) . if current trends continue, the region is likely to become more volatile, and the Balkan peninsula may once more become a 'powder keg'.
Stability in the western Balkans is linked with the political health of the Eu. in other words, the western Balkans act as a barometer of European affairs: the more stable the Eu, the more stable the western Balkans. in light of this interdependency, the frictions between the Eu and the western Balkans in managing the migration crisis reflect the deteriorating state of both the Eu and the western Balkans. it is important to understand this relationship, of which the case of the Balkan migration route is indicative, and to develop Eu policies accordingly.
Migration in the Balkans and the re-emergence of the frontier
The Balkan migration route had already become popular with migrants in 2012 (see Vathi 2015, 9) . But it was not until May 2015 that, as a result of the migration crisis, the western Balkans received extensive international press coverage (European Western Balkans archives 2017). The Balkan migration route was the only viable pathway for the massive influx of migrants from the Middle East and africa. according to the united nations, 80% of the almost one million refugees that found shelter in Germany in 2015 passed through this route by either registering at the presevo centre in Serbia (600,000) or bypassing it and moving on (Mandić 2017a ).
The 2015 influx was not only larger than the influxes of previous years but also very different in its composition. Displaced persons from Syria, iraq and afghanistan fled war or political prosecution and sought asylum in the Eu. Thus, while migrants had earlier been classified as either 'legal immigrants' or 'illegal immigrants', now new categories were added, including 'asylum-seeker', 'refugee' and 'beneficiary of subsidiary protection' (Kogovšek Šalamon 2016).
The crisis of 2015-16 revealed the political instability of not only the western Balkans but also the Eu. The migration trends are important since they point to wider problems involving political stabilisation and the unfinished transition process in the western Balkans (Bonifazi et al. 2014) . For instance, the region is vulnerable to drug trafficking and human trafficking, particularly of illegal migrants from asia and africa. This is why the stabilisation of the Balkans and their fuller integration in the Eu framework is a crucial step for European security policy as a whole (Kotevska 2010) .
(Mis)managing the Balkan migration crisis?
The re-emergence of the border question in the western Balkans highlights shortcomings in the Eu's policy on this region. The border management practices (migration management, border control, visa arrangements and so on) proved incapable of handling a humanitarian emergency that required fast responses while protecting human rights. The Eu provided the western Balkans with neither integrated long-term projects aimed to secure its borders nor a shared value system to aspire to, which would presumably have improved domestic border management practices. instead, the Eu's policy on the western Balkans was ambivalent and sometimes even contradictory, at one moment offering assistance and at another tightening control. The april 2016 deal with Turkey reinforced the notion that the Eu lacked an overarching policy on its south-eastern Mediterranean frontier. The absence of such a policy might have encouraged smugglers to relocate migration flows to italy through the Strait of Sicily (weber 2017, 9). The deal sent a negative message which opened the Eu to suspicions of double standards and revealed a 'run for your life' approach (neag 2015).
at first, countries on the edge of the Schengen area (e.g. Hungary) and neighbouring non-Eu countries such as Serbia and Montenegro were responsible for dealing with the large numbers of migrants. Migrants from Central asia and the Middle East, joined by Somalis and Eritreans, crossed into Hungary, requested asylum and were accommodated in already existing refugee centres. Quite soon the Eu took responsibility and alleviated the social and material burden of the crisis. it provided both financial assistance and material support, especially after angela Merkel's influential 'wir schaffen das' (we can do it) declaration on 31 august 2015 (wittrock and Elmer 2016).
Merkel's announcement sounded in many ways like a call for asylum seekers to head towards Germany. The Eu, international nGos and local governments helped asylum seekers, many of whom were illegal migrants, to journey northward. Local governments facilitated this movement by using specially organised trains and buses to send illegal migrants across the border. Governments effectively replaced what had been illegal service providers (passeurs, traffickers and other agents of mediation) with state-owned buses, trains and vans that progressively connected border transit points along the route (Mandić 2017a, 6) . at the same time, however, governments were still supposed to stop and reject illegal migrants, and they continued their activities to stop smugglers. This suggests an ambivalence which reflects poorly on the Eu. Furthermore, this ambivalence was reproduced all along the Balkan route as states both opposed and facilitated the influxes of migrants (Greider 2017) . The immediate victims were the migrants themselves. For instance, the journey from the Greek islands, one of the most common landing points for illegal migrants, to the former Yugoslav republic of Macedonia was mostly organised by the Greek state, using state-owned vehicles. But the sea passage from Turkey was still in the hands of human traffickers and therefore subject to police intervention. For fear of prosecution, human traffickers adopted dangerous tactics for ferrying migrants from Turkey to Greece, such as sending migrants in boats without captains (Mandić 2017a, 6) . in consequence, highly visible human tragedies occurred. one well-known example took place in autumn 2015, when the body of a Syrian toddler lying face down on a Turkish shore became a symbol of the dangers migrants were undertaking to reach the Eu. Tactics similar to those used between Turkey and Greece were employed in the Mediterranean Sea near Sicily, where human traffickers rigged boats to sink in the proximity of humanitarian vessels.
The situation progressively worsened (Sardelic 2017) as the media continued reporting on these human tragedies. Eu member states began to fear negative political fallout from the crisis. as a consequence, they put pressure on the Balkan countries, which, in turn, placed restrictions on the movement of migrants and even closed borders. Due to the lack of supranational coordination and of a coherent Eu policy, migrants travelling the Balkan route faced the following paradox. The Balkan countries facilitated transit along the route with the support of international humanitarian organisations while Eu member states pushed them to stop the incoming flows. in particular, to avoid becoming a cul-de-sac for trapped migrants, the Eu member states tacitly promoted a domino effect based on the assumption that if one country stopped the flow, the others might well follow (Finnian 2017 ).
The crisis peaked in the summer of 2015, at which point hundreds of thousands of migrants had arrived in the Eu via the western Balkans. Migrants still in the western Balkans had little hope of moving further west and north within the Eu as they would have been stopped and sent back. They became trapped in Serbia and the former Yugoslav republic of Macedonia, which, paradoxically, are outside the Schengen area and had not been integrated into a comprehensive Eu strategy. in other words, the peripheral transit countries suffered because of the lack of cooperation from the destination countries, namely the northern Eu member states. Consequently, the western Balkan countries, which were confronted with difficult logistical challenges, allowed migrants to travel freely along the Balkan route. The flow of migrants reached Slovenia, Croatia and Hungary, where the migrants were obliged to comply with the Dublin regulation: those seeking protection must apply for it in the first Eu country of arrival. in July 2017 the European Court of Justice confirmed the applicability of this regulation (Sardelic 2017) . Thus, migrants who managed to reach an Eu state and then travelled on to another one could be sent back to their alleged point of entry, which put an additional strain on countries which were not the final destination of the migratory flows. Many migrants registered for asylum but then moved on and abandoned the country of application.
in november 2015 border guards in Serbia and the former Yugoslav republic of Macedonia began subjecting migrants to an unofficial but effective selection process on the basis of nationality. Syrian, iraqi and afghan asylum seekers were allowed to move onwards, while all others were rejected as being 'illegal immigrants' (weber 2017). in February 2017 Hungary passed a law stating that pushbacks were legal within the entire country and not only at the border, thus widening the range of options available to those responsible for managing the migration flows (weber 2017, 15) .
Only an apparent closure of the route
The april 2016 deal between the Eu and Turkey aimed to curb migrant flows. The arrangement led to the closure of the Balkan route. under the deal illegal migrants crossing the sea to Greece were to be returned to Turkey. in exchange Turkey got up to six billion euros in financial support and was offered a more liberal visa policy for Turkish citizens travelling to Europe (if all conditions of the agreement were met) (European Commission 2016).
This led to countries along the Balkan route closing their borders. Thousands of migrants became caught within the borders of individual countries and gathered in camps all over the region. in pursuit of their end destination, many migrants paid human traffickers to lead them north, which resulted in increased corruption linked to the management of migrant camps (Mandić 2017b) . Migrants had to rely completely on human traffickers and were exposed to police violence (arsenijevic et al. 2017 ). Moreover, when it was announced that the Balkan route had been closed, the media largely stopped providing news on it, and thus the migrants who had been caught in limbo found themselves trapped in an even darker place (Knezevic 2017) . The Eu was heavily criticised for engaging with Turkey's authoritarian regime and for causing humanitarian crises in the Eu's vicinity.
Conclusion
The western Balkans have been especially affected by the illegal practices human traffickers used during the migration crisis because the population had experienced mass displacement, ethnic cleansing and state-promoted violence against civilians in its recent history. The crisis affected cooperation between the Balkan states, and the nationalist rhetoric of ethnic purity re-emerged. it also reinvigorated Euroscepticism and worsened the relations of the western Balkan countries with both the Eu institutions and certain of the larger member states, notably Germany, because of these member states' self-interested management of the crisis. all these elements of strain and suspicion have to be considered against a backdrop of the recurring economic crises, youth unemployment and stagnant economies. Taken together-in a context in which the Eu's eastward enlargement has largely ground to halt, anti-elite populism is on the rise (as one sees in Brexit, for example) and autocratic rule is being de facto legitimised (Erdogan's soft power is an example)-all these factors make for an explosive mix. in comparison with a few years ago, membership of the exclusive club of the Eu is today less attractive to the western Balkan states, some of which are starting to turn their heads towards new partners, such as russia (Bechev 2017) . Countries such as Bosnia-Herzegovina and the former Yugoslav republic of Macedonia, which rely on russia for oil and gas, are especially sensitive to russia's encouragement of anti-western and nationalistic narratives. in 2016 Serbia's military conducted more than ten times as many exercises with russian troops as it did with western forces (Greider 2017) . Thus, the region risks being transformed again into a 'powder keg'. one reason for this is that the Eu's grand ideas have been fading. another is the Eu's inability to provide European-level management of its south-eastern Mediterranean frontier, including the western Balkans. Conversely, the Balkan migration crisis and its controversial solution show that it is high time to apply to the European frontier region a single, integrated strategy for managing the Eu's external borders and migration issues-a strategy based on a common European policy. The mainland and the Mediterranean Sea should be kept together by opening humanitarian corridors for refugees and possibly revising overly harsh visa policies for economic migrants. it is irrational for countries to push back migrants at their terrestrial borders, which leads to migrants appealing to human traffickers, and, at the same time, to support search-andrescue operations at sea in response to 'accidents' caused by human traffickers. The current fractured and ad hoc approach to migration management should give way to more serious and shared attempts at tackling common challenges. These new attempts should ensure that other regional and global players are included, for example, russia, China and the arab states. in any case, both smugglers and migrants see the European territory as having one frontier, and it is time for the Eu to share this vision.
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